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‘I would be sitting in the village room where people gather.’ Interview with Martin 
Bruinessen 

Martin van Bruinessen 
 
I. Interview 

Interview conducted by Marie Le Ray, Utrecht, 23/12/06. 

EJTS: Could you introduce yourself and let us know more specifically how you got interested 
in the Kurdish question as a scholar? 

[2] Martin Van Bruinessen: It is a story that I have told too many times and it has become 
perhaps too polished to be exactly what happened. The story that I have told seems to have shaped 
my memory. Anyway, I was a student of mathematics. I enjoyed travelling. I was going every summer 
holidays to the Middle East and I often ended up in Iran, Iraq. I remember my first encounter with 
Kurds was in Baghdad. People that I met there told me about their relatives who were in the 
mountains fighting against the government, which I found very exciting those days. That was in 1966 
or 1967. I think that was the military coup d’état of 1971 in Turkey that gave me a more political 
interest in Turkey. Initially it has just been a curiosity in exotic places, travel to less accessible parts 
of the world and so on. After the coup d’état, I began to get more interested in politics, joined a 
solidarity committee, and befriended political refugees from Turkey. I observed the trials that followed 
the coup d’état. One of them in particularly drew my attention. That concerned an academic who was 
sentenced to 13 years in prison for writing a book. That man was İsmail Beşikçi and he had written a 
sociological book on the Kurds. I remember thinking that if you can get in prison for writing a book on 
the Kurds, it is obviously an important thing to do, writing a book on the Kurds! (laughing). The case 
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of Beşikçi was very important in my decision to take the Kurds as a subject of anthropological 
investigation. I knew I lived in Holland and I was not going to be imprisoned for writing on the Kurds; 
but still it seemed something more important than some other subjects. 

[3] EJTS: When you started to study on the Kurdish issue, what were your readings? In which 
languages were you reading? 

[4] MVB: It was late 1960’s, early 1970’s. It was in a period that the student movement was 
very much interested in the Third World and in the Third World’s revolutions, imperialism, liberation 
struggles, dependency theory. I was reading in English mostly. I read one French author, but in 
English: Franz Fanon on the Algerian revolution. But mostly, I was reading the British and American 
neo-Marxists who were theoreticians of imperialism. I was reading journals like New Left Review, 
Monthly Review and ordinary anthropology. 

[5] EJTS: How did these readings influence your theoretical approach of the Kurds? In which 
terms did you formulate the questions you wanted to ask to your field then? 

[6] MVB: I had studied mathematics with some anthropology on the side, and I wanted to do 
a study that was both quantitative and based on long-term fieldwork. I thought of making a 
combination of a classical anthropological village study, where the anthropologist lives in a village for, 
if possible, two years, and an economic analysis of what imperialism and dependency meant at the 
local level; so an analysis of inputs and outputs, and economic relations combined with relations of 
political dominance, local power and status. You know that in the Middle East, many theoreticians 
believe that we don’t have really classes, but status is more important than class, and that ethnic 
groups stand besides one another rather than Kurdish workers, Turkish workers, Persian workers 
being one class. Within each ethnic group, you have relations of patronage between people, that 
prevent them from acting on the basis of class interest. Social status, especially in tribal communities, 
was said to be far more significant than class. But there had been a few peasant uprisings against 
landlords in the 1950s, both in the Iranian and the Iraqi parts of Kurdistan, that looked very much like 
class-based movements. And in the 1960s the Shah had carried out a land reform that had created a 
class of independent landowners. So I was very interested in how all this would look at the local level. 
My idea was that I was going to live in a village in Iranian Kurdistan for two years to follow two full 
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agricultural cycles and observe economic transactions; and I would look at all dependency and 
patronage relations and so on. 

[7] EJTS: What about your scientific advisors, your scientific environment at that time? 

[8] MVB: I had a professor of anthropology, who wasn’t at all of that school of anthropology. 
He was a structuralist and he had been a colonial administrator. So he did not really understand what 
I wanted to do. But he was very supportive nevertheless. And I was very isolated: no one was looking 
on these things. There was in those days no one in Holland doing anthropology of the Middle East. 
There was one person who had done a study of a village in Iran but no one else. I was really on my 
own. I had to think up things alone. 

[9] EJTS: How did you plan your fieldwork? 

[10] MVB: Well, if you want to do anthropological studies, you need permissions from the 
government. Anthropologists are not welcome there. In Turkey I could not expect permission to do 
research on the Kurds. But Turkey wasn’t even in my mind. In Iraq – I started planning in the early 
1970s – I knew that a new war was going to break out. So Iran remained. Iran was a pro-Western 
country, where anthropologists were welcome. Many, especially American, anthropologists were 
doing village studies there. So I asked for permission in Iran to do research. I was not aware that, 
even in Iran, you can not study the Kurds. As the permission did not come, I went to Iran just by 
myself. I told my supervisor I’m going to wait for my permission in Tehran. And I started meeting 
these American anthropologists there. Everyone was laughing at me because I thought I could study 
the Kurds: ‘Didn’t you know you can’t study this!?’ Fortunately I did not know. So, without permission, 
I started going to Kurdistan and I was spending weeks and months there. Permission didn’t come. I 
got a rejection, I asked for another permission; I got another rejection, I asked for another new 
permission. Still they did not kick me out of the country. I could make short visits to the region. I was 
learning Kurdish in a Kurdish café in Tehran where I sat everyday, speaking to people about the 
villages they were coming from. I had learnt Persian before going there. I already knew some 
Turkish, which I learnt also by myself. So I learnt Sorani Kurdish in this coffee house. I got friends in 
Mahabad. I have been in Mahabad before and I knew some families whom I stayed with and who 
also helped me make a course of Kurdish for myself. But because I did not get my permission, I 
couldn’t stay for a long time in that place. I had not been arrested but there were often people coming 
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up to me telling me I had better move on and I felt this must be SAVAK, the Intelligence service, who 
told me I couldn’t stay. I was a few times interrogated. So I had to move from place to place and 
never could do the research that I had planned to do. But that was interesting because I started 
noticing differences between one place and another. Not only differences between, let’s say one 
place, you have one tribe, another place you have a lot of tribes, a third place you don’t have tribe at 
all. You also have different types of power relations. In the course of travelling, I also met Kurds from 
Iraqi Kurdistan. Meanwhile the war had started and there were refugees in the region, but also lots of 
Iraqi peshmergas were travelling. Several times I stayed in the same room in a small hotel or guest 
house with such Iraqi travellers, and when I explained them what I was doing, they would say: ‘Why 
don’t you come to Iraqi Kurdistan? We have liberated areas where no government can tell you not to 
stay!’ The Iraqi Kurds had an office in Tehran. So when I was in Tehran again, I went to this office 
and they gave me permission to research. I think they did not know what anthropological research is. 
They may have thought I was a sort of journalist or perhaps an Intelligence agent but both were very 
welcome because they wanted to have good relations with Western countries. Later they probably 
noticed that anthropologists ask embarrassing questions, but then I was already there. 

[11] EJTS: From Iran to Iraq, and then you also did fieldwork in Turkey... 

[12] MVB: Yes, I never got my permission in Iran and I was thrust out of Iraqi Kurdistan. I was 
there in the winter of 1974/75. I remember that on Newroz 1975, we had to live because the Kurds 
had given up the struggle. They have been abandoned by the Shah and by the Americans. Iranian 
troops had pulled back and Iran had cut off all support. The Kurds had to give up. About 50 000 
thousands people fled to Iran and I was with them. Then, I continued doing what I was doing before. I 
kept travelling through Iranian Kurdistan. Meanwhile my research design had changed; it became 
much more comparative and less in-depth. Interviews had then become much more important and I 
was much more focusing on what I could find out about power relations and control over economic 
resources I decided I would also take Turkey into this comparison and Syria. All together, I did spend 
my two years in the region, but travelling from one part to the other. 

[13] EJTS: What about the specific constraints under which you conducted your fieldworks in 
these different countries? It seems to have been much easier in Iraq. 
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[14] MVB: Yes. Although I had a minder, someone who came with me all the time. But he 
was young. He was a student himself and he became quite interested into my questions. I remember 
we started discovering that there were feudal relations, that the peasants were oppressed, exploited 
by feudal lords. They had to give money but also services to the feudal lords. They were liberated by 
the Party from the feudal lords. But then they had to give the same services and the same money to 
the Party! The commanders, people who belonged to the inner circle around Mustafa Barzani, were 
new regional feudal lords. They were basically doing the same and for the peasants nothing had 
changed. And my minder, when he started seeing this, became much more critical. He later became 
one of the early members of PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) when Talabani organised himself 
separately in rivalry with the Barzani family. 

[15] EJTS: How did the Turkish fieldwork go? 

[16] MVB: The first thing I did was I just crossed the border from Iran to Yüksekova. I went to 
Van and from Van, I went to the South and I walked all the way to Cizre. It was the spring and 
nomads were staying on the mountains. There was an earlier study about the nomads of that region 
that I had read, by the German geographer Wolfgang Hütteroth (1959, 1961). It is a very important 
study, very good. I wanted to see the place where he had been and some of these nomads he had 
written about. For the first time in my life, I slept in a nomads’ tent. It felt like there is no police, you 
are very free. It was long before the PKK (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan, Party of Kurdistan Workers), it 
was in 1975. But later I noticed that, after I had been there, the nomads were interrogated about me. 
The intelligence may not interrogate or imprison me but people I had talked to might be in danger. So 
I became much more careful after that. In Cizre, I found another protector, a sheikh. I had already 
met several sheikhs in Iran and my fascination with Sufism had already started. And then I heard 
there was a family of sheikh. He was a very young man and we liked each other tremendously. We 
became friends and, because he enjoyed a certain degree of independence, he could afford to have 
me in his house, and then in his village without too many questions to be asked. And because many 
people were coming to see them, I could do interviews. Moreover, because of my earlier contacts 
with political refugees and my work in a solidarity committee I already had some contacts in several 
places in Turkey, including Diyarbakır, before I started my research. Some of my contacts were 
school teachers. Before the 1971 Coup, there was a teachers’ trade-union. The trade-union was later 
banned. Teachers not being workers, they had no right to strike. So they don’t have a trade-union 
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anymore, now they have an association, TÖB-DER (Türkiye Öğretmenler Birleşme ve Dayanışma 
Derneği, Association for Union and Solidarity between Teachers in Turkey). Through this association, 
I met teachers who were working in villages. I went to several of these villages and staying with the 
teacher gave me a certain legitimacy. Gradually I learnt sufficient spoken Kurmanci to pass for, well 
perhaps not a real Kurd but, when I said: ‘My father was from here but I grew up in Europe’, it was 
accepted. Anyway, Kurdish is not standardised and people can not imagine that the person who 
speaks Kurdish is not a Kurd. And I had a large moustache that I thought made me look somewhat 
like a local; I bought my clothes locally so that it did not look conspicuously different. I had started 
imitating people body language. I believe I was not very conspicuous. So I could often stay in 
villages. But there always was Jandarma and sooner or later they would hear there was a stranger in 
the village; and they would come and ask what he was doing. OK, I was visiting my friend who was a 
teacher, but how long can you visit a friend. So I had to find different excuses and different places to 
stay in villages. But it worked. And 1975-1976 was maybe the freest time. After, it became much 
more difficult to do this. 

[17] EJTS: How did you operate concretely to gather data on the field? 

[18] MVB: I was making interviews, an interview often being: you have a conversation and in 
the evening you write your notes. I very rarely taped my interviews. I had a tape-recorder with me but 
it makes people suspicious, so I did not do this. Much of my work was rather more observing. I would 
be sitting in the village room where people gather. And if you do follow the conversations, you also 
notice status difference. It is a wonderful place to study how people locate themselves socially. The 
social map is projected on the physical plan of this village room. When not everyone is happy with the 
social order, you can see it. People may even be ready to talk about it, afterwards. I was really so 
happy doing research there; I felt I was getting into that society, starting to understand. I really liked 
the people. For my personal development, just as a social person, it was very important. I used to be 
a very solitary person who enjoyed books much more than human company. When I was doing 
research, it was a work so I had to do it; I had to learn how to be social with people. I guess that was 
the Kurds who made me human. So I’m feeling grateful; I mean the Kurds have been very important 
to me. 

[19] EJTS: When and why did you choose Indonesia as another field of investigation? 
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[20] MVB: I never chose to work about Indonesia. There was another coup d’état in Turkey in 
1980. I heard that my name was on the list of people who are not allowed in Turkey. But that didn’t 
mean much because you could go there very easily if you did not fly in there. They only had 
computer terminals in Ankara and Istanbul. I could go through Syria or Kuşadası without being 
noticed. But, in principle, I was not welcome for a while. I had been in Iran during the Revolution and 
after the Revolution, and then I never got a visa for Iran anymore. I thought I might be black-listed 
there too. I have been in Iraq again in 1978 or 1979. This is the last time I could go there. Someone 
who had worked in the Embassy in Holland – who left after it was found out he was secretly working 
for Talabani – told me that I was blacklisted in Iraq and I was considered a very dangerous Zionist 
agent! I knew that I would not get permission there anymore. As it looked like I was not very welcome 
in these countries, I thought I should perhaps relocate. I was putting my hopes in Afghanistan. I have 
even been doing some work in Afghanistan. Then Russia invaded the country. I could not go there 
anymore. And I was unemployed. In Holland, you get unemployment benefit only if you keep applying 
for jobs. I was writing a new research proposal that still have to do with the Kurds, but I had to apply. I 
got a first job and I rejected it; I got another job, they accepted me and I rejected it. You can only 
reject twice. The next time, I saw an ad saying they needed a PhD to work on Indonesia. I said I had 
a PhD, I’ve never read anything about Indonesia but I was interested in the job. And they said: ‘Well, 
tabula rasa’; they gave me the job. So, I had to decide if I would reject again. So it is not by choice 
but by accident that I ended up in Indonesia. In the beginning, I thought it would just be a brief 
interlude for one or two years. But I hung on for more than ten years now. I’m still going there very 
frequently. 

[21] EJTS: Can you make these two fieldworks – Kurdistan and Indonesia – look at each 
other in some way? 

[22] They are very different, very different. In Indonesia, first, I had permission, which gave 
me guilty feelings. Because when you get permission, somehow, it means you are considered not 
dangerous. And, on the other hand, it feels like connivance with the regime and I always felt bad 
about it. It was a bad regime in Indonesia! But they allowed me to do fieldwork and I lived in a poor 
slum for a year. My formal job description was, to become an expert on Indonesian Islam. I wanted to 
relate it somehow to developments I had observed in Turkey and Iran. So my question was: Is 
something like the Iranian Revolution or the rise of the MSP (Milli Selamet Partisi, National Salvation 
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Party, 1972-1981) in Turkey or the Islamist groups of Egypt possible in Indonesia? And does it have 
anything to do with the migration of lower middle class and poor people from small towns to major 
cities, which many people thought was an explanation of these events. Many of the explanations of 
the Islamic resurgence in the Middle East involve some variety of relative deprivation theory. I was 
attracted to the concept of relative deprivation but thought it was used to explain too much and too 
easily. When you have a group of radicals it is always possible to find some relative deprivation in 
their personal histories. So I said to myself, why don’t we start with the people who must experience 
most acute relative deprivation and see how they respond religiously. I looked at just one town, just 
one poor neighbourhood, but there were statistics that I could use. I observed more specifically the 
people who had moved from richer areas into that neighbourhood, the poorest one. So I lived for a 
year among the relatively deprived; and again I enjoyed the fieldwork enormously, I was happy. Even 
though I caught some nasty diseases, just like my neighbours. It was hard from time to time. And of 
course they proved not to be radical. Poor people can’t afford to be radicals. It is the privileged who 
get radical, privileged people like us. Again, it is a long story, but it is a very different research. 

[23] EJTS: What about the comparative dimension of this research that includes Iran and 
Turkey? 

[24] MVB: In the beginning I thought it would be possible, but then, no. There are many 
comparisons but there are not proper sociological comparisons. I could never do the same sort of 
research in Turkey as I did in Indonesia. I have a student now who is doing fieldwork among forced 
migrants in a poor neighbourhood in Istanbul. But again it is rather different. I did try to take the ethnic 
dimension into account in my work in Indonesia. Perhaps in this desire to compare, I chose the 
region where there was the second largest ethnic group of Indonesia. In my neighbourhood, the 
majority also belonged to that group and a smaller number belonged to the largest ethnic group, with 
smaller numbers of other ethnic backgrounds. But ethnicity or regionalism were not very important. It 
is a factor but it is working in a very different way in Indonesia. Another comparative observation is, I 
found myself looking much at Sufi orders. In Kurdistan I had been observing the Sufi orders and their 
political roles. I found the same Sufi orders in Indonesia. I found moreover that there is an indirect 
Kurdish influence on Indonesian Islam, especially on Sufism, although no Kurd had ever been there. 
Indonesians and Kurds met in Mecca or in the Medina. In the past, many Indonesians studied with 
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Kurdish teachers in Medina. And Indonesians associate the Kurds with Islam; Kurdi is now also a 
personal name given to men in pious families. 

[25] EJTS: Let’s come back to your work on Kurds. In Turkey, you’ve been first published in 
Özgür Gelecek, the journal of Mehmet Bayrak. How did you come to this publication?  

[26] MVB: He published parts of the book in his journal in 1988 or so, before we got to know 
each other. He was taken to court over it then. I met him after that, when he was at the point of 
publishing the entire book. It was not a very good translation and I thought he should wait and have a 
better translation made but he pushed ahead with it because to him publishing the book was a 
political statement. I had mixed feelings about it because many passages were mistranslated and it 
was not a very readable Turkish. The translator was a student of anthropology but she didn’t dare to 
take freedom to translate it. She did it very literally unfortunately. But Bayrak was right that this was 
the right time to publish such a book. It was such an amazing time, those last years of the Özal 
period, when issues that had long been taboo could suddenly be discussed in public… I had thought I 
would never in my life be able to go back officially to Turkey. I was very happy to see that I was in 
print, that I had started to exist in Turkey, thanks to Mehmet Bayrak. It was probably the first book in 
Turkey that has the name Kurdistan in its title. It was a breakthrough in a way. I am very proud to 
have been indirectly the means of Mehmet Bayrak to establish the Kurds in print. 

[27] EJTS: What about non-academic research on the Kurdish question? The role of 
journalists and ‘writer-researchers’ (araştırmacı-yazar) especially, often Kurds themselves, has been 
quite determinant in this knowledge production. What kind of use did you make of these sources? 

[28] MVB: I do not know who do you think about when you are saying araştırmacı-yazar. 
Some of them are political ideologists, who invent their own realities, either pro- or anti-Kurdish. But 
there are many others who have made very valuable contributions. You have local historians like 
Şevket Beysanoğlu, who has written many books on Diyarbakır. The word ‘Kurd’ for a long time did 
not exist in his books. He mentions Armenians though from time to time. I mean if you read his books 
very carefully, you see that he dared to deal with this issue as early as the 1960s. He explains that 
after the disappearance of the Armenians, the economy of certain regions collapsed, because certain 
skills disappeared. He calls the disappearance of the Armenians and economic loss – but he does 
not say how the Armenians disappeared. As a Turkish speaking Diyarbakırlı he must have had 
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ambiguous feelings about Kurdish identity, like Gökalp of whom he was a great admirer. Gökalp 
himself had a very strong affinity with Kurdish identity although he decided not to be a Kurd but to be 
a Turk. He was a Türkiyeli and a Diyarbakırlı especially. Very late in life, when the political situation in 
Turkey changed, Beysanoğlu started to give indications that he was a Kurd really. I think people like 
him, they have written very important things from an historical and even a social point of view, 
although they are not sociologists, they are not trained in any academic discipline. 

[29] You have many Kurds who are politically committed and, out of political commitment, 
write about Kurdish history or Kurdish society. Some of them write nonsense, some of them write 
really good stuff. The best of them, Rohat Alakom and Malmîsanij, have written excellent books that 
can easily compete with academic writing. They were political exiles in Sweden, of course, and have 
been able to develop intellectually there. But you also find people who never left Turkey writing 
fascinating, well-researched books, like Muhsin Kızılkaya’s book on social banditry (Kızılkaya 1991) 
or Müslüm Yücel’s book on death, suicide and suicide attacks (Yücel 2003). Or the young self-taught 
historian Gürdal Aksoy, who had engaged very critically with Kurdish nationalist historiography. 

[30]Araştırmacı-yazar have been especially influential in the debates on ethnic and sub-
ethnic identity that were so prominent in the 1990s: are the Zazas Kurds or a different people, is 
Kurdish Alevism different from Turkish Alevism, and so on. 

[31] EJTS: How influential have these writers been on public opinion on the Kurdish 
question? 

[32] MVB: The public sphere in Turkey is fragmented; there is not a single public sphere. You 
have publishers who publish for certain specific audiences and no one else will buy their books. Even 
today, when it is much more acceptable to talk about Alevis and Kurds and so on, but you still have 
publishers that publish specifically for Alevi audiences and no one else will buy their books. You have 
publishers that publish specifically for a Kurdish audience. Avesta publishes excellent books but, 
unfortunately, I don’t think many Turks will even know of its existence. I was so fortunate to meet with 
Murat Belge and Ömer Laçiner, the people who established İletişim, an important mainstream 
publisher whose books are read by a broad cross-section of the educated public. By the time they 
thought it was possible, they decided to publish some of my writings in Turkish. And I think it was 
very important for me personally as a breakthrough. My first book is a collection of articles and it is 
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called Kürdistan üzerine yazılar (Van Bruinessen 1992). I think it was the first academic study of 
Kurds that was read by many Turks who would not read other people’s writings. And later they 
published three other books by me that also sold very well, including a new and much better 
translation of Agha, Shaikh and State. So I think my friendship with Murat Belge and Ömer Laçiner 
sort of presented me as someone acceptable. Meanwhile of course, many other people were writing 
academic books that have been translated and also might be read like Robert Olson’s (1993). I 
proposed to İletişim to publish a collection of Hamit Bozarslan’s writings. Hamit is a very good 
researcher but he is not yet very well known in Turkey unfortunately. For some reason, they never did 
a book by Hamit. Perhaps is is something to do with their experience with another important book. In 
1999 they published Wadie Jwaideh’s book on Kurds, a doctoral dissertation from 1960 that was 
never properly published but that has remained a classic of the history of Kurdish nationalism. (Only 
this year it was published in English, by Syracuse University Press.) I’ve never met Jwaideh but I 
consider him as one of my teachers because I learnt so much from his book. He was an Iraqi Arabic-
speaking Christian, a Chaldean born in the south who had, as a civil servant, travelled a lot in 
Northern Iraq. He had come to know all the major agha and understood how they thought. And then 
he did research in archives in Britain. He wrote a wonderful history of the emergence of Kurdish 
nationalism in 1960, before it became a new big political movement. All later researchers are 
indebted to it, so it was a good idea for İletişim to publish it in Turkish. But it came out at a wrong time 
and it was almost immediately banned. I think the ban is by now lifted, but they have not re-printed 
the book. And I think because of that, they have been a bit reluctant to translate more books on 
Kurdish nationalism. I had been fortunate to do research at a time that travel was relatively free, and I 
was fortunate again that my books in Turkey appeared at a time that there was an opening; more 
things became possible and many people were curious. So I was made famous in Turkey because 
my books happened to come out at a certain time that there was a demand for it. I believe İletişim put 
Hamit’s book on hold after the ban of Wadie Jwaideh’s book. Otherwise there is no reason why 
Hamit’s writings would not be published. His writings would definitely be acceptable in Turkey, I think, 
and they are very good. 

[33]It is important with which publisher a book is published. There was for instance a good 
volume on the Kurds edited by Philip Kreyenbroek and Stefan Sperl (1992) that came out in Turkish 
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with another publisher and remained almost unnoticed, even though it was banned for a while. So 
where the book is published is extremely important in whether it is being taken up or not. 

[34] EJTS: What kind of feedback did you get after the publication and translation of your first 
book Agha, Shaikh and State. On the social and political organisation of Kurdistan? 

[35] MVB: I submitted my thesis in 1978 and I privately printed something like 800 copies that 
somehow found a way to the Kurdish community. So many Kurds knew about the book and you still 
find older Kurds who still have it at home. Sometimes a student comes to me with one of these: ‘I 
found this copy. Can you sign it for me?’ And then, because I had an irregular life and I travelled a lot, 
I did not find the time to find a publisher until much later. In 1992, it was published at Zed Books, 
slightly revised and again not a very satisfying edition. I was not around. They needed to correct all 
the terms I had written in Kurdish. They had someone who knew Arabic and they believed that 
Kurdish is a sort of Arabic and they ‘corrected’ many things. I had to un-correct them, even names of 
people. So I am not very happy with the book anyway. I have friends in Germany who, when I was in 
Indonesia, had translated it to German. It was again not a very good translation but it made me 
famous in Germany (a much improved version was published in 2003). Germany has a very large 
Kurdish community, many students were there. So when I came back from Indonesia, around 1990, I 
realised that the German translation of the book was going around. From the German it was 
translated into Sorani later. Later I was offered a job in Berlin, indirectly because of this German 
translation. For a year (1996-97) I was a visiting professor of Kurdish studies at the Free University of 
Berlin and I think it was mainly because of this book that I was known in Germany. But you are 
asking about feedback… 

[36] Well, sometimes Kurds write to me or telephone or e-mail me about relatives that they 
recognize in the book, sometimes to correct me or give me additional information. I have often been 
asked by Kurdish associations to give a talk. Usually when I get invited by Kurds, I say yes. So I’ve 
had many discussions and I have always learnt a lot from confronting my ideas with people. I have 
sometimes been told, ‘there are many books about the Kurdish political movement but yours is one of 
the very few about our society.’ In general, the responses from Kurds have been very positive, even 
when I am critical of them or their leaders. I was very happy that my book was translated into Turkish 
so that many of the Kurds of Turkey could read it. The Iraqi translation, it was a bad Sorani 
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translation. But there was a translation so people read it also. There is now a very good Persian 
translation, better than the original. And a new version is coming out in Arabic in Iraq. I think for an 
anthropologist, it is very important that the people you have studied are able to read what you write 
about them and to critique you, to engage you in debate. I learn a lot from these things. 

[37] EJTS: Do you think that in Turkey, diffusion of the academic knowledge about Kurds has 
to go through non academic media? 

[38] MVB: Yes absolutely. In the case of the Kurds and other ethnic groups in Turkey, 
recognition and cultural rights will not come automatically. It was because public opinion had come to 
accept the existence of the Kurds as a self-evident fact that the state was forced to give up its formal 
denial. We shall see the same in the case of the Armenian question: first the terms of public debate 
will change, and then policies will be adapted. That makes it important for scholars who are working 
on these sensitive issues to come out of the ivory tower. Each academic work in this field has political 
relevance and has potentially political implications. You take part in, it will be too arrogant to say in 
conscientization — but at least Turkey needs a public debate and I think academics have an 
important function to play in stimulating such a debate, and giving reasonable arguments. You have 
of course people who have a rigid political perspective, political purposes and who want to project 
one particular vision of their truth. I think we as academics should not simply offer our own version of 
the ‘truth’ but question official narratives as well as their alternatives, provide good arguments, and 
especially point to inconvenient facts that are, deliberately or not, neglected. 

[39] EJTS: What has been the place of scientific expertise among politics concerning the 
Kurdish issue and what is it today? 

[40] MVB: All governments have an interest in academic work, especially if they can use it as 
a legitimation for their own policies or if it is useful for the implementation if those policies. Academic 
work that attempts to change the public discourse that ultimately shapes policies is in a more difficult 
position. Major policy changes usually have to be forced by a change in public debate. And this is 
what you see happening. It was not politicians themselves who decided that the Kurdish issue can be 
debated in public. There was of course a technological change and a privatisation, so satellite 
televisions arrived and you had private channels in Turkey. Kurds became publicly visible in Turkey 
thanks to private television, again thanks to Özal. There was a TV program, Siyaset Meydanı, a very 



Citation: Bruinessen, Martin Van (2006) '‘I would be sitting in the village room where people gather.’ Interview with Martin 
Bruinessen', European Journal of Turkish Studies, Thematic Issue N°5 , Power, ideology, knowledge - deconstructing 
Kurdish Studies, URL : http://www.ejts.org/document775.html 
To quote a passage, use paragraph (§) 

important program in that time and several discussions in this program contributed to change public 
debate in Turkey. There was another major event: Mehmet Ali Birand - who was a newspaper 
journalist, now he works for CNN Türk - made a visit to Öcalan. It was published in Milliyet (on 15 
June 1988). On the front page, you see Öcalan playing football and he tells that is a sympathizer of 
the Galatasaray team. Suddenly the man who was Şeytan (the devil) became a human being like us. 
Things like this really had a great impact on politics but it goes through the public sphere. 

[41] EJTS: How are the Kurdish studies in Holland? With whom did you and are you working 
with? 

[42] MVB: I think I was the first academic in Holland to study the Kurds. But there was a small 
solidarity committee, the International Society Kurdistan, before I started doing that. This was one 
man, with a few collaborators, who got interested in the Kurds. He was interested in nationalism and I 
think he had a strange background, but anyway. He had a huge collection of books and documents 
on the Kurds, and he published a newsletter on the Kurds. When I became interested, I contacted 
this man and I learnt quite a bit from him about the Kurds. I did not study Oriental Studies, or any of 
the relevant languages formally; but fortunately I pick up languages quite easily myself. I was not in 
contact with any people in the field; I was not even aware there were people doing oriental studies in 
Holland at that time. My academic background was in mathematics and physics and little bit 
anthropology. And the anthropologists that I have worked with did their research in very different 
parts of the world. So I did not start from some background of scholarship about the region; I had to 
start from scratch. This all changed of course when, in 1975, the first Iraqi Kurdish political refugees, 
and then in the late 1970s from Turkey started coming. The 1980s saw huge waves of political 
refugees, among them many Kurds. Because there are many Kurds here, more Dutch people 
became interested into them. 

[41] By the mid-1980s, you find many people eager to learn more about the Kurds and 
wanting to know the language: social workers, lawyers, human rights activists, people who had struck 
up a friendship, or a love affair, with Kurds living here. In 1985 I was back in Utrecht for a year or so 
and I gave a Kurdish language course at the university (in the Department of Arabic, Persian and 
Turkish Studies). To my surprise, many people followed that course. 
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[42] Philip Kreyenbroek, who was then teaching Persian here, became interested in Kurdish, 
and after my course he started taking up Kurdish. Now he is a professor in Göttingen and the leading 
Kurdish scholar in Germany. He taught at SOAS (the School of Oriental and African Studies in 
London) for a while and one of his students there, Christine Allison, is now teaching Kurdish at the 
INALCO (National Institute of Oriental Languages and Civilisations - Paris). Another student of those 
early days in Utrecht, Margreet Dorleijn, wrote a very good dissertation in Kurdish linguistics, and 
taught Turkish and Kurdish at the University of Amsterdam for a while. So gradually you see a whole 
network emerging. Here in Holland, we have had several solidarity committees, and several 
members of them have gone on to do academic work on Kurdish subjects. One of my students, Joost 
Jongerden, started as the Turkey expert for Amnesty International and he travelled a lot in Kurdistan. 
Earlier this year, he finished a dissertation on the return to the village. He also wrote several articles 
on the subject and together with Paul White he edited a book on the Alevis. A younger colleague with 
whom I worked much is Michiel Leezenberg, a philosopher and linguist, who wrote some very good 
work on Iraqi Kurdistan. 

[43] We had several Kurdistan solidarity committees. There was one in the 1970s and one or 
two people in that committee became journalists who occasionally write about the Kurds and they still 
maintain their interest in the Kurds. Later there was a more political, left-wing committee. But like the 
Kurds themselves, these solidarity committees never get together very well. They fall apart, they 
quarrel and so on. But always, something remains. There have been several journals. In the early 
1980s, there was a ‘Turkey and Kurdistan’ journal in Holland. When the PKK people became more 
organized, they of course started publishing their own journals. They found some Dutch people who 
wanted to work with them. But it is a very fragmented pro-Kurdish community. The Kurds are not 
playing a very important role in publishing here. There are Kurdish students associations, and then 
you have the PKK and PKK allied associations. The last Kurdistan committee that I was in fell apart 
because we did not have time and perhaps because we did not share the same perspective. A few of 
the people who were in this committee still regularly have contact and sometimes we do things 
together. 

[44] Concerning the university more specifically, I came back from Indonesia finally in 1994 
and I resettled in Holland. In-between, I had been coming and going but living in Indonesia basically. I 
got a job here, as a lecturer of Turkish and Kurdish studies at the Department of Arabic, Persian and 
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Turkish studies where I had given my first Kurdish course in the mid-1980s. I had also learned 
Ottoman Turkish there and together with colleagues worked on Evliya Çelebi and other Ottoman 
sources on the Kurds (Van Bruinessen and Boeschoten, 1988). For a few years I was teaching 
Kurdish language, Kurdish history alongside Ottoman history and history of the Middle East. But I 
gradually moved more into Islamic studies because of students’ demands and university policies. 
Presently there are formally no Kurdish studies in Dutch Universities anymore. I supervise a few 
students who work on the Kurds. But they do this in the framework of a discipline like anthropology or 
history, not Oriental languages and cultures; they have decided to do a dissertation within that 
discipline, anthropology, that happens to be about the Kurds. 

[45] EJTS: What are the fields of investigation and theoretical framings of these students 
working on Kurds? 

[46] MVB: Well I have very few students working on the Kurds. Joost Jongerden is the one 
who completed his PhD on the return to the villages after the forced village evacuations of the 1990s. 
At the same time, I had another student, Miriam Geerse, who worked on the refugees and displaced 
people in Istanbul. I have a Turkish student, Seda Altuğ, who works on the memories of the drawing 
of the Syrian-Turkish border among the different ethnic communities living there. She interviewed 
mostly Armenians, Suriani and Kurds in Syria and also in the Turkish part. She wants to locate 
memory also in a historical context. She focuses on the identity narratives that develop to help people 
define themselves by remembering certain things and forgetting other things. Then another Turkish 
student, Umut Azak, is working also on the production and uses of memory in Turkish secularism. 
She studies powerful icons like Said Nursi, the Menemen incident, that are used to represent to ever-
present threat to Turkish laicism. And Alevism as a symbol of ‘good’ Islam. The Kurds play a role in 
that research but are somewhat marginal. And a Dutch student, Evelyn Hendriks, has recently started 
a project that she calls ‘gender@kurdistan’, looking at the use of the Internet in Iranian Kurdistan, 
combining the approaches of media studies and gender studies with serious anthropological 
fieldwork. 

[47] And then, I have students who do very different things. Most of my Ph.D. students work 
on other subjects than the Kurds in fact. 
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[48] EJTS: Can you see some evolutions in the terms the ‘Kurdish question’ has been 
approached and asked? What has changed since you termed the question? How did your own 
approach of the issue transform in time, if it did? 

[49] MVB: In general there have been great changes. The old-fashioned political economy 
type approaches are not very popular currently. Cultural studies are very prominently present in 
studies of Turkey. It is partly because there are many young researchers at Boğaziçi, at Marmara and 
at the other good universities of Istanbul who want to study the Kurdish society and other things that 
have great relevance, but have to do this in paradigms that are both trendy and unthreatening, so the 
cultural studies approach is popular. Among Europeans who study the Kurds, many of them have 
come to these studies also from a background of activism and solidarity. In Germany, that is very 
strong; they have Kurdish friends or Turkish friends living in Germany and they became active in 
Human Rights or political solidarity movements. So there is much attention to aspects like civil 
society, human rights, and women’s rights. 

[50] Sharzad Mojab, who is a central person in the Kurdish Women’s Studies Network, once 
commented on my first book that it is a completely un-gendered book. She is absolutely right and I 
consider it as a valid critique. Feminist writing has made us aware of the gender biases in much 
anthropological work, including my own. I would not be able to write the same book now that I wrote 
in 1978. Perhaps the conditions of research prevented me from meeting women in many ways and 
from asking some relevant questions, but still I would write some things differently now. 

[51] EJTS: Could you analyse more specifically for us the genesis and conditions of 
emergence of ‘Kurdish studies’ within the Turkish academic field? Can you see some specific 
breaking lines or moments in this last decade? 

[52] MVB: Since the Kurds became a subject that you can publicly discuss, there have been 
a number of recent MA and PhD theses from Turkey that focus on Kurds. Some students sent me 
their dissertations; they are not all equally good but the very fact that they exist shows that the 
subject has moved into mainstream academic life. Some young Turkish scholars have been 
successful in making their work also known internationally by publishing in journals like Middle 

Eastern Studies; this sort of international exposure appears more difficult for people in Kurdish 
studies (Mesut Yeğen, who studied in London, is one of the exceptions, and there is also an 
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interesting piece by Fulya Atacan). It is usually people from Boğaziçi, whose supervisors have a 
relationship perhaps or advise them to submit a short version of their thesis to this journal and so on. 
People coming from elite circles seem to have a dominance in the field. They may have a greater 
facility in writing; they are capable of writing in certain styles that is not easily emulated by people of 
small town backgrounds. They have an academic habitus. Such a status distinction is very visible in 
Turkish academic life in general. Some people who have become quite well-known and have 
published much, if you look at the substance, there is nothing very special but they have a certain 
way of presenting it; they become more known compared to others, people who have done solid 
works but have not been able to publish it. Also because they have to present it in a format that is 
acceptable. International academic world demands you to write in a certain style, it has to be within 
certain paradigmatic frames. 

[53] EJTS: What about Kurdish studies in Iraq? 

[54] MVB: My Sorani has not developed since I did my work of the 1970s, and I find it difficult 
to read Sorani. I know that there are interesting publications going on in Sorani but I do not follow it. 
In English, I am not aware of many important new things that have come out on Iraq. There have 
been quite a few foreigners who have written about the current political situation in Iraq, based in 
Iraq, because it is relatively free to work there. People like Andrea Fischer-Tahir and Karin Mlodoch 
have combined academic work and NGO activities in Iraqi Kurdistan, and then you have some other 
foreign academics who are close to the Kurdish leadership and seem to depend on it for their 
information. 

[55]In terms of public debate about the Kurdish situation, the Internet is now very important. I 
think this web-site called Kurdish media is especially important for Iraq; it gives a forum to critical 
voices and includes leading intellectuals like Kemal Mirawdeli. That is a website that affords itself to 
be critical also of the Kurdish authorities, at time. 

[56] More interesting yet is perhaps what is happening in Iran. Every time I give a talk about 
the Kurds somewhere, I have a lot to say about the situation in Turkey, I speak about the situation in 
Iraq and, in the audience, someone stands up and says: ‘Why haven’t you spoken about East 
Kurdistan?’ Why don’t I know what is happening in East Kurdistan? I try, but it is very hard to find 
what is actually happening. I have not been there for a long time. I was banned from Iran for a long 
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time; I was able to go back to Tehran a few years ago but did not have the opportunity to visit 
Kurdistan. I found out there was a very lively Kurdish community in Tehran. There is a lot of 
publication going on in Iran. Iran has always been quite sophisticated. There are many interesting 
books and journals appearing in Iran. Quite a few people are doing academic work on the Kurds. 
They are Kurds themselves and they do a historical or geographical thesis, a thesis in development 
study; these are examples that came across. They often focus on their own region. The study of 
Kurdish society in Iran has always been more integrated in a general study of different regions in 
Iran. The Kurds of Iran are, in a sense, more Iranian than the Kurds of Iraq are Iraqi I think. But it is 
also more difficult for them to present themselves as such, to do something like ‘Kurdish studies’. I 
am not aware of any studies about Kurdish identity or Kurdish movements, except the historical ones, 
memoirs. As for Iraqi Kurdistan, it is perhaps also memoirs by Iraqi Kurdish personalities that have 
been published in the past ten/fifteen years that are very important. On the early phases of the 
Kurdish movements, like the work of Mihemed Resûl Hawar on Shaykh Mahmud and on Simko, or on 
more recent periods the memoirs of Noshirwan (Newshîrwan Mistefa 1997a, 1997b). He is one of the 
leaders of PUK, who recently broke away of PUK, critical of Talabani. He was one of the major 
leaders of the Marxist group within PUK. He studied in Europe where he got involved in politics, and 
in 1977 or so he joined the guerrilla in Iraqi Kurdistan. I met him there in 1979, and I remember he 
was very fascinated discussing the tribal mentality. As a guerrilla leader he had to deal with tribal 
groups who one day supported the guerrilla and could the following day make a deal with the 
government and take up arms against him, and he was sincerely trying to understand, not just to 
condemn that phenomenon. From what I have read of his memoirs, they are interesting reflections on 
the experiences of an interesting life. Much of the Iraqi Kurds’ writing was published in London. Iraq 
has this long tradition of relations with Britain, many people are partly British-trained, and many have 
lived in exile in London. Among Iraqi Kurdish intellectuals, you find many who think very much like 
European intellectuals because of this background. And these intellectuals felt that going back to live 
in Kurdistan would entail sacrifices, for they will not have the same liberal rights and freedoms there. 
They have to make many compromises if they want to go on living there. Living under a Kurdish 
dictatorship or Saddam Hussein’s Ba’th dictatorship is different, but still. When you live there, you 
probably have to be very careful about what you write. 

[57] EJTS: What are your projects now? Collective and personal? 
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[58] MVB: I am too busy with administrative duties to have major new projects! I promised a 
publisher a book on identity struggles, mostly in Turkey but also in Iraq of the 1980s. But I still have 
not found the time to finish it. I wrote a number of articles on the subject and I wanted to develop 
them into a book. People have been very actively engaged in the question of their identity, where 
they should belong. Especially people who do not belong to the ethnic ‘hard core’ of the Turkish or 
Kurdish population, say like an Istanbul-born Alevi whose grandparents are from Erzurum and speak 
a Zaza dialect, have often been wresting with the question of what they ‘really’ are. Besides having a 
Turkish passport, are there other aspects of their identity that are specifically Turkish, and what are 
these aspects? How important is the region of origin? People from Malatya, for instance, even though 
they may have different languages and religions (Kurdish-Turkish, Sunni-Alevi), often show a strong 
mutual support when they are living elsewhere. So can hemşerilik be a stronger tie than ethnic or 
religious ties? Alevis have been debating what sort of an identity Alevilik is: Is it religious, is it cultural, 
is it political? Or perhaps also an ethnic identity? The same with Kurds, Yezidis and other minorities 
in Kurdistan. Turks from the region, are they really Turkish? What was Özal anyway? He was from 
Malatya, he had a Kurdish grandmother and his family had Naqshbandi connections. In the view of 
many ‘western’ Turks that was enough to consider him as a ‘Kurd.’ In his last years, when he was the 
President of the Republic but was pursuing a course of accommodation with the Kurds, people who 
were disaffected complained that  ‘The Kurds have occupied Çankaya!’ 

[59] There are these life histories: someone who starts his life as a Turk, then discovers that 
he is a Kurd, from a Kurd becomes a Zaza, from a Zaza becomes a Kırmanc. And who knows what 
he will be tomorrow? And the increasing importance of Islam as an identity, and especially what 
people do that is religious, I mean the rituals by which they act out their religious self-identifications, 
as in the case of the Sufi orders, or the reconstruction of Alevi rituals in town. These phenomena are 
so fascinating! Alevism used to be essentially a religion of the village; I mean you could only be an 
Alevi if you were in your village. The village was the religious community and the cem was the ritual 
of the village, and the holy places were the holy places of the village. For a long time when people 
moved to town, their Alevism disappeared because there was no framework for it to live. But in the 
1980s, people started inventing urban Alevism. The same about Yezidis who have tried to make 
themselves invisible for a long time but are now also re-inventing their religion in Germany and in 
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Northern Iraq. And the same sort of re-inventing goes on among the Christian communities of the 
region. 

[60] EJTS: Do you find time to go back to the region? 

[61] MVB: Not as much as I would like to. When you get older, you get more responsibilities, 
you have students who to some extent depend on you and also administrative duties that you cannot 
refuse. I took part in establishing a research institute, that made my life more interesting but that also 
demands much of my time (International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World, ISIM). I 
spend too much of my time doing things that I would not have to do if I were an independent 
researcher, and that I do not really enjoy doing, like trying to find money for the Institute but that are 
obviously necessary to keep the Institute going. So no, I do not have enough time to travel. I go back 
to Indonesia a few times a year because I have some ongoing research there, and I am setting up 
joint research with young Indonesian researchers. I try to go to Turkey at least every year. I have 
been intending to go to Iraqi Kurdistan for a long time but haven’t been there yet. Inşallah this year 
I’m going. And Iran — that is the most under-researched part of Kurdistan. I think that if any young 
researcher wants to study the Kurds, I would advise her of him to go to Iran. Everything she would do 
there will be new because there is no recent research on Iran. Iran is unexplored. You have Kurds 
not only in Kurdistan but the Khorasan has a very large Kurmanci-speaking Kurdish community. It is 
a very interesting culture, it still shows links with the region around Tunceli, in Turkey. Again, there 
have been some publications but not much. So much interesting research is still to be done… 
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